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felf; I flattered myfelf you would excufe the trrouble 
I ftiould give you in a perufal of an account of this 
very ftrange, tho’ hitherto unnoticed, phenomenon. 

I am, Sir, with the greateft refpedt and efteem. 

Your moft humble Servant, 

Thomas Thomlinfon. 


XXV. An Account of the Effe&s of Lightning 
upon the Steeple and Church of Leftwithiel, 
Cornwall; in a Letter to the Right Ho - 
nourable the Earl of Macclesfield, Pref- 
dent of the R. S. By Mr. John Smeaton, 
F. R. S. 


Read April .21, TAnuary 25. 1757. about five o’clock 
I757 ' *J in the evening, returning home from 
the Edyftone works near Plymouth, I obferved four 
ilafhes of lightning, within the fpace of fix or feven 
minutes, towards the weft; but heard no noife of 
thunder *. A few days after, I was informed, that 
the fame evening the lightning had lhattered the 
church of Leftwithiel in a very furprifing manner. 

The i ft of March I was at Leftwithiel: they 
had then begun to repair the damages j but had not 
made fuch a fuch progrefs, but that the principal 
effe&s were equally obfervable as at firft. I obferved, 
and was informed, as follows 


* Diftance about thirty miles. 

At 


The Royal Society is collaborating with JSTOR to digitize, preserve, and extend access to 

Philosophical Transactions (1683-1775). 

www.jstor.org 










[ 109 ] 

At the time before-mentioned, the inhabitants 
were alarmed by a violent hath of lightning, accom¬ 
panied with thunder fo fudden, loud, and dreadful, 
that every one thought the houfe he was in was fall¬ 
ing upon him j almoft every one being within doors, 
on account of a violent Ihower of rain, which pre¬ 
ceded the lightning: fo that no body law or heard 
any thing of the mifchief done to the church, till it 
was obferved accidentally after the Ihower. 

The fteeple is carried up, plain and fquare, to 
about 49 feet, with a kind of llate-ftone, rough- 
cafted on the outlide; upon which is formed a very 
elegant odtogon Gothic lanthorn about 9 feet high, 
and thereon a ftone fpire about 52 feet height, with 
a fpindle and vane riling about 3 feet above the ftone: 
fo that the whole together was about 113 feet. Each 
face of the lanthorn iinilhes above with a fort of a 
Gothic pediment, with a little pinacle upon each, 
feparated from the body of the fpire. 

I will not affirm, that the lightning entered in at 
the fpindle or vane at top j but will fuppofe it, for 
the fake of methodizing the fadts. The vane was 
of plate copper, which being turned round, and 
rivetted, made a focket to turn upon. The fpindle 
did not reach thro’ the focket, but the weight of 
the vane refted upon the top of the fpindle, the top 
of the focket being clofed. About the vane were 
many acute angles, and fome almoft ffiarp; but I did 
not obferve any pointing diredtly upward. The vane 
was much bruifed, which might be occalioned by 
the fall; but the focket was rent open, as if it had 
been burlt by gunpowder; and in fuch a manner, 
as I cannot conceive could be occalioned by the fall. 

Under 
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Under the fpindle, that carried the vane, was a bar 
of much the fame fize and length *f*, that pafled 
thro’ the center of feveral of the uppermoft ftones 
fucceflively, in order to unite them the more firmly 
together, and was run in with lead: all which fur¬ 
rounding ftones were broke off, except one, which, 
together with the bar, fell down within the tower. 

The fliell of the fpire, as far down as 35 feet from 
the top, was no more than 7 inches thick, and the 
Courfes about the fame height: fo that fcarce any 
one ftone in the fpire could weigh more than 30 or 
40 pounds j but they were joined together at the ends 
with mortoife and tenon, in a curious manner. 
Above 20 feet of the upper part was intirely thrown 
down, and difperfed in all directions j and, as I was 
informed, fome pieces were found at the diftance of 
200 yards. A great many ftones fell upon the roof 
of the church; and feveral made their way thro’ 
both roof and deling down into the church, break¬ 
ing the pews, and whatever they fell upon. Six feet 
ftill lower the fpire was feparated j the weftermoft 
half being thrown down; the eaftern half was left 
ftanding, but disjointed, and in fo critical a pofture, 
that it feemed ready to fall every moment: fo that 
this was ordered to be taken down immediately; and 
likewife to 6 feet below, the work being found re¬ 
markably fluttered. In this condition it was when 
I faw it. The whole of the fpire I found much 
cracked and damaged, but the remainder of the 7 
inch fliell fo greatly, that there feemed fcarcely a 
whole joint. 


t Viz. About four feet long, and one inch fquare. 
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The 
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The pediments over every face of the lanthorn 
were damaged more or lefs; but the whole alhler- 
ing of that to the N. W. was torn off from the inner 
wall, to which it was connected. At firft fight this 
might feem to be done by the falling of the ftones 
from above; but I was convinced to the contrary, by 
obferving, that feveral of the pediments were da¬ 
maged, and even ftones ftruck out, where the little 
pinacles above them were left ftanding. 

About the top of the lanthorn is a bell for the 
clock to ftrike on: it is hung upon a crofs-bar, with 
gudgeons at each end j the whole being fufpended 
to a beam laid acrofs the tower. The crofs-bar was 
fo bent, that the clock-hammer would not touch the 
bell by above 2 inches. This could not be done by 
the falling of ftones, becaufe the beam would defend 
the bell from receiving any ftroke in the direction to 
which the crofs-bar was bent. As to the wire, that 
drew the hammer, as I was informed, not one bit 
of it could be found. 

The bells {four in number) for ringing hung in 
the fquare part of the tower, below the lanthorn, two 
above and two below : the wheels of every one were 
broke to pieces, and one of the iron ftraps, by 
which they, are faftened to the yoke, unhooked ; 
and, as appeared to me, could not be replaced 
without great force, or unloofing. Whether thefe 
accidents were occafioned by the lightning, or the 
falling ftones, I leave undetermined. 

In the floor under the bells was placed the clock, 
cafed up with flight boards. The verge, that carries 
the pallets, was bent downwards, as if a ten pound 
weight had fallen ten feet high right upon it. The 
Vol.-^o. D d crutch, 
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crutch, that lays hold of the pendulum, looked as if 
it had been cut off by a blunt tool, and heated by 
the blow, till it was coloured blue, at the place where 
it was cut, It turned at a right angle, and might 
be about of an inch broad by 7V thick. As to 
the pendulum, which hung pretty near the wall, the 
upper part of the rod was ftruck with fuch violence 
againft the wall, that a fmart imprefiion thereof was 
made in the plaifter: and near the upper part of the 
impreffion appeared a circular fhady ring, of a black- 
ilh colour, fomething like as if a piftol had been dis¬ 
charged of powder, and the muzzle held near the 
wall. The cafing of boards round the clock re¬ 
mained unhurt. 

In this ftory, on the north and fouth fide, are two 
narrow windows or air-loops •, againft the upper part 
of which, on the outfide, were fixed the timber 
dials belonging to the clock, both which were blown 
off, and broke to pieces, poffibly by the fall: and 
not only that, but part of the ftone jambs were 
broke out alfo, near to where the rod paffed, that 
carried the hands. In this ftory alfo was a fort of 
window or air-loop on the eaft fide, that had com¬ 
municated with the church, but was flopped up 
with lath and plaifter: alfo feveral putlock-holes for 
the fcaffolding, which had gone thro’ the wall into 
the church, but were flopped up with ftone, and 
plaiftered over: all thefe were forced out into the 
church, and the plaifter torn from the wall. 

The ground-ftory of the tower or bellfrey is ex- 
preffed in the plan (See Tab. IV. Fig. 2.). The 
fouth entrance A and north B were fhut with 
wooden doors. The upper part of the eaftern C, 

that 
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that communicated with the church, was made up 
with lath and plaifter; and before it, in the church, 
are the feats D, raifed one higher than another ; fo 
that the floor of the feats next the wall was half up 
the door-way; consequently the vacuity under the 
feats lay open to the bellfrey. 

About the middle of the weftermoft fide, at a, 
one of the paving-ftones, about i foot fquare, and 
i -I- inch thick, was thrown up, and a hole pierced 
into the wall, rather below the level of the pavement, 
into which one might put three fingers. On the 
oppofite fide, the fouth-weft angle of the middle 
buttrefs at b had a ftone taken out even with the 
ground, and a hole continued in to the buttrefs; fo 
that there is great appearance of its reaching thro’ 
both wall and buttrefs, which together is 8 feet; 
but the hole was too rugged and crooked to put any 
thing thro’. Befides this hole, this wall was pierced 
in feveral places, and the plaifter thrown off both 
within and without. One place within, about 4 feet 
above the floor, right over c, was a hole of about 14 
inches fquare pierced 6 inches in the wall} and fo 
near fquare, that I inquired, whether it had not been 
made by art; but was allured of the contrary. 

The north and fouth doors of the tower were both 
blown out, and broke in many pieces. Many of the 
arch-ftones over both doors were disjointed and dis¬ 
placed : two of the ftones making the jamb of the 
fouth door at g were forced quite out, and one of 
them broke. 

The vaulting of the eaft door-way C was plaiftered 
underneath : the plaifter was fprung from the ftone 
in 30 or 40 places, like as if a fmall bar of iron had 

D d 2 been 
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been drove from above thro’ the joints of the ftone, 
and thereby forced off the plaifter with its end. The 
lath and plaifter partition, which flopped up the 
upper part of this door-way, was forced into the 
church, and the wainfcotting making the back df 
the laft feat was torn from the wall from end to end.. 
Some part of the vapour feems to have made its way 
thro’ the cavity under the feats; for moft of the 
boards compofing the rife of the fteps from feat to 
feat were blown out forwards; and feveral panels 
of wainfcot at each end of the feats, at d and e, were 
forced out, and broke. Hence the vapour feems to- 
have divided itfelf into three branches; one moving 
diredtly forward to the eaft window G, being 13 feet 
wide, and about 20 feet high, confifting of five 
principal lights divided by ftone mullions: two of 
the lights were in a manner wholly deftroyed, and 
feveral large holes in thofe remaining; the glafs 
and lead being carried outward, like as if an harle¬ 
quin had leaped thro’ the window. The north win¬ 
dow E, fronting the broken panels at d> was very- 
much fhattered: but the fouth window F had fcarce 
a whole pane left. 

It is farther to be noted, that almoft all the lights 
in the church, tho’ not broke, were bagged out¬ 
ward j but thofe parts remaining intire in the win¬ 
dow D moft remarkably fo. 

N.B. It was laid in the London papers, that the 
organ was intirely lpoilt: it is certain there is not, 
nor ever was, any organ in this church. 
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